THE   GARDEN   OF   EUROPE
have no connection whatsoever with the rest of the country,
the desolate, forbidding and uninviting Tras-os-Montes. This
mountainous region has its own dialects and its own patriarchal
codes. Few Portuguese either know it or wish to know it. It is
the No Man's Land of the Peninsula, a great boulder-strewn tract
of largely wasteland 4,000 feet above sea-level which has the
austerity of the upper levels of the Cairngorms and some of the
remoteness of the Western Desert. As forbidding are the nomads
who scratch a living from these treeless wastes, shepherds and
goatherds in great mantles and wide-brimmed hats who wander
for miles with their flocks during the summer months, descending
to the valleys only when forced to do so by the heavy winter
snows. Visitors feel they are crossing unexplored territory. In
the north-east corner of Tras-os-Moiites, by a spur that thrusts
itself into the great mass of Spain, stands Braganza, the small city
that gave Portugal a royal household and England a queen. It
is now the centre of a district noteworthy mainly for the chance
discovery some thirty years ago of crypto-Jews, direct descendants
of the victims of the eighteenth-century Inquisition. Hard by
Braganza, over high moorland scrub and through lonely little
villages, is the even more remote Miranda do Douro, the back-door
on which the River Douro knocks. In these days it is a village of
a few hundred people set amongst the remains of a castle and a
bishop-less cathedral.
Although Entre Minho e Douro is traditional Portugal, it is
to the three Beiras, upper, lower and that part of it by the Atlantic,
that one turns instinctively when reviewing provincial Portugal.
Together those three " ridings " are as important to Portugal as
Yorkshire is to the United Kingdom. The people, too/-have the
same Yorkshire stubbornness, obstinacy and sturdy independence.
There is a wealth of history in the Serra towns and villages, Guarda,
Covilha, Castelo Branco, Viseu, Aveiro, Coimbra and Leiria have
each played an important part in the romantic vicissitudes through
which Portugal has passed in the 800 years of her existence. It was
a Covilha-born soldier, diplomat and Arab scholar, for example,
Pera de Covilha, who with a companion made the first journey
to Abyssinia in the fifteenth century in search of the legendary
equatorial African " priest-king" known as Prester John. To
this day his exploits are commemorated in the little town perched
on a flank of the Serra half way along a road running south from
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